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BRUTAL
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sexual violence on the
Fort Peck reservation



Both Toni Plummer'
Alvernaz. right and
her mother Lillian
Hopkins have
been vjctimized bY

domestlc and sexual
violence Plummer
Alvernaz believes
that she would not be

where she is today as

executive director of
the Montana Native
Women's Coalition
!!,1thout the suppofi
of her mother.
hertraditional
Assiniboine bellefs
and her famrly.

Bronte Wittpenn

a HE SIARTS OFF FINE. Talkins
)"boot tte,. abusi,e relanonsh,ps a!

a teenager and how she 8ot herself into this

one. But there is a certain weaLness in her

voice, a tremo. at 6rst, breaking the flow.

Then it becomes stronger. The words have

She sets her glasses on her d€sk. Her
breathing slows. Her eyes are about ro give.

This is the part of the story Toni Plum-
mer-Alvernaz doesnt likc to te[.

It comes out in staccato details: There

was a basement. Thcre were frre men. Her
hcad hurt a lot.

Sitting in her office at the Montana
Native Women\ Coalition in Glasgow,

Montana. Plummer-Alvernaz recounted the

horror shewent through when she was sexu-

ally asseulted at 21-years-old in the mid-8os.
The boiler broke earlier this ),ear, so

there's mugginess about the o6ce that only
makes the retelling worse.The trains passing

by and the industrial fans ,re th€ only sounds

fiIling the silence between Plummer-Alver

Her mother Lillian sat ne"yt to an oPen

screen door to the right of her daughter.

Brought in for emotional support, she put on

a bulldog like demeanor, occasionally look
ing outsid€ as her daughtert story went on,

as if looking awry from the details she kr, ew

A.nd what ensued after that was all of
rhose men came down therc." said Plum
mer-Ai,ernaz, breaking the silence. 'And
some really, super bad things happened to

Shed been kicked in the head, she had
, .on.ussion rnd she couldnt hear *ell-
the scar tissuc from the blow still alTects her

hearirg todry.
This is thc part where Lillian, a survivor

of intimate violence henelf, begins to mo-
tion with her hands in an X{ik€ fashion. She

wants her daughter to quit talking. PIum-
mer-A.lvernaz doesnt stop, though.

She says she was raped several times
over the span of nearly a week by five differ
ent mcn, trapped in the basement ofa Billings
homc, until one ofthe men Iet her escape.

'I could see it in his eyes,'Plummer-Al-
!,ernaz said."l knew he would be the one, and

theyjust wouldnt stop, and one night he did.
He busted out the basemenr window and he

helped me go.I got out and he said,'Run and
dont lookback,just keep going.'So I did."

That was nearly 30 years ago.

Now she serves as the executive dire.ror
for onc ofthefew resources for Native Amer-
ican women in Montana rhar helps rhose
who share simila( erqeriences. However, not
more than a l5-minute drive erst ofthe coa-
litions headquarters sits rhe Fort Pecklndian
Reserwtion, one ofthe rreas rr.ost in need of
PlLrmmer-Alvernazt work.
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Tribal elder Barbara Birdsbill has been invo)ved with the Family Violence Re Fort Peck Indian Reservatoin stretches more than 2 million acres of land in
source Center for25ye3rs Bjrdsbill continues tosupport thewom€n lvhowork North Eastern Moniana The reservation is home to over 12.OOO Assinrbolne
at the center and those who arrive in sea rc h of a id Photo: Bronte Wittpenn and Sioux triba I members. Proto: Bronti Wttpenn

ONE
IN

THREE

raped durinA their
Iifetime.

THREE
IN

FIVE

FROM PREV]OUS PACE

Accordhg to national estimates from
the United States Department ofJustice, on€

in thrce Natirc American women will rcport
b€ing raped during their lifetime.Three in 6ve

will bc victims ofdomestic violerce.

On the Fort Peck reservation, those est;
mates are nearly guarantees.

Though the reservation holds slighdy
more than 10,000 peoplc, with rougtrly 7,tJ00

being Natiw American, the local police, tribal
police and sherifft department ,r€ stretchcd

to th€k breaking points. They re responding to

one or two n€w cases of domestic violence a

d^v
Victim coordinators in Wolf Point are

working overtime to keep wom€n safe and

away from their abusers, sometimes driving
hundreds of miles across the reservation and

state daily.
Women shelters on the resen?tions ale

taking in more cases than th€ycan handle be-
causc ofvictims who fear going to the potice.

Thcre are dozens of theories about why

domestic violence is rampant in mafly Native

American communities. Some argue it's thc
result of substanc€ abuse. Others say it's the

outcome ofuprooting a way oflife.
Thc fact remains, domestic violenc€ is a

generational issue. Across the desolate land-
scape and arrays of powcr lines in the Nonh
astern Montana plains, violence against

women infests the resenaaion.

But with the introduction of new Iegal

resources in the form of a renewed Violence

Against Women Act, a committed communi-

ry of support workers on the rescrvation and

one family's generational battle to €nsurc it
doesnt reach the next generation, theret now
more hope to thc fight.

It's clear to tribal elder Barbara Birdsbill
that a generational problem of violence to-
ward women on the reservation isnt slowing

down.ln fact, she said itt increasing.

BirdrbrU hrs been , p,r( ot WolJ Poinr

for much of its existence. She's the proud

owner ot the *cond Posr Office Box in rhe

enrire ro"n.She know, a good brr rbout the

reservation's history of violence-
"We had violen.e .rgajnst women wr)

ba.k rhen. Brrdsbill.aid. fti notju* todry.,r
was back then, but at that time, we didn t have

none ofthe programs they have now."
Birdsbill was 11 when shc 6rst encoun-

tered it.
LivinB with her grandm, at rhc Irme. the

rwo rrareled up ro thr Hi L;ne ro buy breao

trom the bread truch When they reruned
wirhour the nghr bread rolls. her grandfather
was not happy.

He asked ifthey l'ad boughi roll( with ,
cerLain kind offiosrirg. Her grandma srid she

hadn't because the tmck didnt have any. He
slapped her hard across the face.

"That's rhe 6rst tim€ I've seen anything
likc that where anybody had got hit,especially
hitting my grandma,' Birdsbill said. "So thar
really, really scared mc."

Hergrandmother would go on torcceive
more vicious treatment later in life, including
being dragged by a rope whne her grrndfi-
ther was on honeback. Larer in life, Birdsbi[
*ould become a uctrm herseJf. brlorc 6nally
lcaving her abuser.

Now she volunteers once or twice a week

at the Family Violcnce Resource Center ia
Wolf Poinr, an rdvocacy and womeni centcr.

She helps transport women to coun, and, if
needed, she relocates them of the reservztion.

"0h, everyda/ somebody is coming in,"
Birdsbillsaid.'lt's gotteDworsein myopinion
to this daybecause there's so many things that
har.e changed."

Accordurg to a rcporr tunded by the U.S.
Department of Human Hedrn and Servr.e..
thc abusc oflndian women and children can

be traced to the introducrion ofWesrern Eu-
ropean lifesryle, into Natve American culrur€.

Resource' for women affected by domer
nc uolence ard sexual assault
pres€nt on the reserl,iltion than when Birdsbill
was growing up, but thcyie still spread thin.

Tina Bets His Medicine, a Northeast
Montana virrim witness coordinaror, hJ.
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uties on th€ eastern part of thc counr) cant
keep up."

And oncc they get there, thcrc's no tell-
ing ifthey'llbe able to hold the offenders.'lhe
jail is oft€n full, so Summers has had to send

some inmatcs to Great Falls.lt's not chcap-
"'Ihere's still a lot ofwork to do," Sum

For ycars she joked with friends thar sh€

had a "beat me"sign on her forehead.

Born in Poplar, Plummer Ah"ernaz grew
up on and off the reser\.,ntion in Glasgow.
When 

'he 
wa. I (, 'he was inrroduced ro tht

kind of relationships and viotent cuinrre that
eventually lcad to her hostage experien.e.

"Thcrc! big chunls of time afrer that I
still dont rcmember,' said Plummer-Alvernaz
on her assault. "I never told [my family] all
what had happcned to me becausc I was so

A rape kit was done sho*ly after, but
Plummer-AJwrnaz never pursued lcgal acion
out of fear and shame.

After escaping, Plummer-Alvernaz
spent time r€covering backhome. Shc said her
mom and brothers helped her feel safe.When
(he 6nall) got thc nerve ro return ro work as

a waitress, shc encountered the m€n who took
her hostage again.

"I went thcr€ and I knew rhey were rhere,
and they turn€d around," Plummer-Ahcrnaz
said."I could just feel them, theyt found m€.I
freaked out and knew I had to leave."

She moved to Browning <honly afrer
Plummer-A.[ernaz didnt know if shed ever
be able to recowr She considered deaah as a

real option. So she made a promise.
"I askcd the Creator to heal me and to

make me whole as a Nadve womin," Plum-
mer-Alvernaz said, "and rhar if He did, I
would dedicate my life to Native women and
rhildren for the re$ ofmy life.'

And she's kept that promise.
Sincc its inception in 2007, the Montana

Na(i!,8 Womeni Coa[rion has ass;sred wom-
cn across Montana in coordinating help for
vicrims and training advocares. Plummer-AJ-
v,trnlr has servcd as rhe execuuv€ direcror
since 2011.

"I thinkshe realy.reaUy has a passion for
Lhis kind ofwork and she, reatly dedicated her

life to women and children," said Brady Funk,
CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGF
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Pholor Bront€ Wttpenn Toni Plummer_Alvernaz holds a bundle of ht sweetgrass in order to cleanse herself be

fore a board meeting wjth her staff at the Payne Family Nahve American Center in Missoula For many Native
Ame can tribes, sweetgrass plays a significani spiritual role in cleansing the mind. body and spirit of an indr_

vidual.

ine," Bets His Medicine said. "Weie kind of
in th€ middle of nowhere. All the resources

are kind ofstretched out."
Resources are strained in other ways as

well. Roosewlt County Undersheritr John
Summers has dealt with the same problems

sioce he started as a kibal police officer back
in 1997 .

In his d€partment, Summers said he re-

sponds to around two domestic violenc€ cases

daiiy, and some days more. He's thc first to
admit that th€ response times arent laudable.

"We hav€ a 13-malr department, not
counting the sheriff and I, so you add us to
the mix and there's only 16 administrators,"
Summers said.'We have to co!,er a big swath

The reserrztion covers almost rwo mil
lion acres of land, with Roosevelt County re-
sponsible for over 75 percent ofit. Being based

inVy'olfPoint means it.an take a while to get

to the eastern side of the county wh€re, just
outside thc reservation, the Bakken oil boom
has brought more unrest.

"The Baklcen is providing new oppor-
tunities to work, but it's also bringing in the
criminal element," Summers said. "Now dep-

worked in thcMblf Point sherif's d€Partmenr

ior rhc prr 25 year.. She knows the reservr-
r:or need' help. In rhe l,rsr four months.5\e
has beeo working wirh a new victim nearly

every day.

fhe service.all. haw become in.rea"

rng\ molr 5ev.re over rh€ ,tars, Brts Hi\
Medicrne 'aid. A call dovn in Froid, Barn-

vilte or Culbertson was just somebody! dogs

running loose or kids .p;nning brodrrs at rhe

school ground or something Pretty minor,"
she said. "Now weie getting a Lot more calls

dom rhele with dome'tic "iolente, sexual as'

sault and all kinds of things going on."
But help n hard to provide given she

shares the only paid coordinator position in

the areawith anotherwoman.The hours arent

ea"1 either. c"pecially when thel re of-rhe-
.lork. tie Sunday before sllrrng for an inter-
view, Bets His Medicine sp€nt a late night at

the hospital with a victim.
Srr€r.hing (he positions 40 hours be-

rween rwo peoPle i( di6.ult when iwo diffrt-
ent ciients hav€ court in bothWolf Point and

Poplar simultaneously A coordinatorcan only
appear at one with how the hours are split.

'Therc s : Ior ofdri"ing x you crn imaE-

252560
With well over 560

federally recog'

are onty 26 Native

tribalcoalitions
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a coordinaror \rith the Monrana Native

\Voment Coalition.
f'unk has served in several capaci-

ries since 2009 as coordinator with the

coalition and with thc Womenk Re

source Center in Glasgow. Funk said

the number of cases that have come to
them out of Roosevek County has near-

Iy tripied since 2012.
"The majority ofthe cas€s that arE

coming from over therc are cases where

they are needing morc s€curiry due to

safety reasons,"funk said. "So they have

ro get off the reservation."
In a 2008 CDC studl, 39 percent

of Native American rvomen suneyed

identified as victims of intimate parF
ner violence in their lifetime, a higher
rate than any other race or ethnicity
surveyed. The renewal of the Violence

Against Women Act, or VAWA, and

rhe provisions in the act thar apply di
rectly to Native American women has

l\nk optimistic, though.

According to the DOJ, about

one quar.er of all cases of familv vi-
olence against Amcrican lndians in-
volves a non-lndian p€rp€trator. Since

2013, the new rules in VAWA allow

rribal governments to convict and jail
non tribal members for domcstic vio-

According to Funlq n used to take

a Natrve woman b€ing murdered or

maimed for the federal government to

g€t involved. Now TribalJudge Eldena

Bear Dont Walk says she can sentence

a non-tribal abuser to jail lor 6re lears
th the reservation on board as part of

the VAWA pilot program.
"I think as long as this kind of

work continues to haPPcn and we con-
tinue to work with Native women from
Fort Peck r€servation, things will 8et
better," Funk said. "Btrt itk going to be

a long road."
Th€ only outlet, outside of law

enforcement, that hclps women on lhe
reseri?tiofl is th€ Family Viol€nce Re-

source Center in Wolf Point. The center

serves several women, some of whom
arenl ready to go to law enforcement.

As such, the center can b€ inundated

with cases thrtgo unreported and dont
make the police's statistics.

Until rccently the center was led

by longrimc advocate and director Pat-
ty Mcceshick. 'Ihe Family Violence
Resource Center serves women in any

av€nu€ they can.They work in assisting

womcn in nced of a restraining order
from thcir abuscr, or thos€ who need

help gdting custody of thei! children.
The center also finds safe places

for women who are trying to escape.

Undersheriff Summers said he's even

seen thc resource center Point women

in the right direction if thelr€ trying
to find a job or hiy them a ticket out of

thc new centet finished in Jan-
uary, now houses the program with
a cardboard cutout of a younger Mc-
Geshick from a long ago parade in the
window to greet visitors outside.

Yet the Family Violence Resource

Center has also felt the sting of a lack

Next door to the n€w center,

the old resource c€nter sits in delelict
shape. Workcrs say that on top of th€

failing infrasiructure, mold had made it
a prcrty inhospitable place to 1{ork.

Almost everyone spoken to for
this article indicated that there! srllt

not enough morey or resources to help
curb the problem ofviolence, and more

atarmingly, it seems deeply rooted in the

culture. Aad it'llbe getting hudcr.
McGeshick died during the re-

porting of tlis story on Aprll 11. She

was 61.

With McGeshick gone, it'll b€

up to a new generation on the reserya-

tion to help rarry the rorch she held for

nearly 30 years.

Being in a room with Lillian AI-
vernaz, it's easy to tell theret a 6re abour
her Her confidence is tangible. Shet
named after her grandmother, bur A1-
vernaz gets it 6om Toni.

Growing up in Glasgow, and a

proud Assiniboine-Siorx woman, Al-
vernaz was motivared by her mother and

her grandmother's stories of abuse, sto
ries she didnt know until high school.
Once Alwrnaz saw her mom's work
she said she dedicated hendf to brcaking

Photo Evon FrostToni Plummer-Alvernaz stands next to daughter, Lillian Alvernaz. during announcements at the an-
nual KyrYo Powwow in the University of Montana's Adams Center Lillian was one of many Native Americans that
participated in lraditional dancingduring the event.
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the generational violence prcblem in her

fr-iii.
"It had never occuntd to me that

my mom was a victim or survilor of
aoy sort," Ahernaz said. "It was rea.lly

mind-blowing because I had no idea.Just

no idea- lt ncver occurred to me to ask bc-

cause she's such a srrong amazing woman

that I nev€r thought anlthing like that

had hrppened to her"
Becausc of her mother's experience,

AL,ernaz has concent'ated her life towa.rd

hdping Natirt A,Trerican women.

"Shei transformed, (her ex?erience),

into something beautitul, empowering and

stong," Ahemaz said. "I fed like ycu canl

ra.lly help orhers unlas you'w erperienced

it, so she has a spcial place in her hean

when she does wod< with women and sur-

Ah,rmaz has focused on fiuthering
her education, grrdurting in 2013 liom
the Uni!€rsity of Montana with a double

major in social wo* and Nati\€ American

smdies She rdll be attcnding the University

ofMontana School oflaw this coming fall.

Alvemaz is changing her familyt
stark history with violence with her edu-
c ion, heving uorked to empower NatilE
American women with her mother since

high school. But evrn in law school, she

runs into ignorance about how to hdp
Native A$ericans.

Du:rng a recent law school open

house, Alvemaz discussed why she rvas

going to Montana for hcr Indian Law cer-

tincak during a rccepdon wirh an older

The student sat do,m his drink and

proudly remarked he was doing the same,

but thar Alvernaz would be the one getting

all the scholanhips.

Growing up near Seattle and the

Snoqualmie Tribe, he said he saw that

it rook a *fiit€ man to help out Natir.e

Anericrn communities wit! their prob-

lems because they sure werent going to do

'fhatt really initating because it's

'15
not about scholarships,' said Ali,emaz
later about the coo,ercation. "ltt about
the whole life experience and thc whole

elrr1thing b€hird it."
This rs the partu,here Lillian smiled.

Aiwrnaz is determined to help ad-

locatc for Natiw Anrerican women on
the Fort Peck resenation with her legal

education. Alvernaz said she hears often
how the Bakken oil boom is amplifring
violence toward women on the r€serw-
tion.

n lot ofthe women there are being
tralicked, raped, and stolen," Allemaz
said, "and thatt very scary because trib-
a.l progams and Native programs hav-
en't received funding yet to aid atl these

With more than 560 federally rec-
ognized tribes, there are only 26 Native
American*pecific shelter in cxisrence

today with only a Gw more in derclop-
ment- Plummer-Ai€rnaz said that as

of last 1tar, therc were onlv 14 federally

tunded tribal coalitions.
To Lillirn, many of the problems

with dom€siic violence on th€ Eser%tion
also date ba& to the boarding school-era

"ltt not only genemtional from
boarding school, but gencrational in
that if a kid sees his mom hit, he's going
to grow up a lot more likely to do the
same," Alvemaz said-

The practice offorced rcmoval and

abuscs in boarding schools is believed

to be onc of the main reasons for the
introduction of domestic violence on

"l fcel iti; such a huge problem,"
Alwmaz said,'and that it stems from so

many difrerent things, that wc just need

to tackle ir right now."
'Ihis is the part where Toni

Plummer-Aiernaz smiled.
"For me, there's a certain comfort

in knowing there's a new g€neration

of women stepping forward to do this
kind of wo who are committed and

understaoding,' Plummer-Atwmaz
said of her daughter. "I belicw she's

doing th. exact work rhar she's s\rpposed
to be doing-".

photo: Bronte Wttpenn Lillian Alvernaz speaks at a shawl event honoring survivors of domestic violence and sexual as

sault Her mother Toni Plummer'Alvernaz also spoke at ihe event which was held at the University of Montana
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